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Abstract 
This study investigates the topics of four sets of college English coursebooks which are widely used in Chinese 
universities. The estimation of topics in coursebooks depends on the determination of the relationship between the 
frequency of two keywords in two corpuses and the sizes of two corpuses. A mathematical estimator for keyness is 
adopted. It is hoped that the results examined in this study would be of some help for both teachers in teaching 
practice and administrators in revising existing coursebooks.
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of Harbin University 
of Science and Technology 
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1. Introduction 
Coursebooks have been playing an important role in the teaching process. Coursebooks are best seen as 
a resource in achieving aims and objectives in terms of learners’ needs. It has been playing an extremely 
important role in language teaching [1]. It has to be recognized that teaching materials can exert 
considerable on what teachers teach and how they do it [2].Coursebook evaluation provides a scientific 
basis for the selection of teaching materials, adaptation of existing materials or the supplementary 
materials and teachers’ decisions on adjustment in teaching practice. Currently, coursebook evaluations 
which have been influenced by several foreign linguistic and second language learning theories and 
checklists both at home and abroad mainly based on subjective assessment and experts’ personal 
experience, which lead to non-objective evaluation because of overwhelming qualitative analysis and 
lacking of quantitative indications. A number of studies relevant to coursebook evaluation have been 
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conducted. Huang and Yu [3] analyzed 120 papers related to college English coursebook studies which 
published from 1990 to 2007 and found that articles about theories and principles, methods and specific 
issues of coursebook compilation account for 36.3%. Studies concerning criteria of coursebook 
evaluation only account for 5.9%, and empirical researches on coursebook evaluation only account for 
2.22%, the in depth evaluations of coursebook are scarcely conducted, a corpus-based approach to college 
English coursebook evaluation is rarely touched. Although most macro-evaluations certainly provide a 
useful and practical help while some of them fail to reflect the nature of coursebooks. Richards [4] 
analyzed the characteristics of qualitative analysis and quantitative assessment respectively and pointed 
out that both of them were necessary and complementary and for different purposes. 
2. Corpus development 
Present study aims to create a corpus of college English coursebooks in China for non-English major 
learners to form the basis of an analysis. The study adopts Twenty-first Century College English (TCCE), 
Experiencing English (EE), New Horizon College English (NHCE), College English (CE) to build corpus, 
each of them consists of 4 volumes which are integrated coursebooks exclusively due to the principal 
course of College English is Integrated Course which attaches more importance to comprehensive use of 
language with comparison to Listening & Speaking Coursebook, Extensive Reading Coursebook, 
Comprehensive Workbook and Teacher’s Book. These coursebooks selected and adopted are almost all 
produced in China. The design and model of coursebooks reflect the local concepts of teaching and 
learning of a foreign language, as the editors of most coursebooks generally state in their foreword at the 
beginning of the coursebooks, “we attempt to make use of the strong points of each of the most influential 
English language teaching principles as we see them. We integrate them for our purpose.” After removing 
proper nouns, the resulting corpus contained in total 239,405 tokens (running words), detailed 
information of coursebooks see Table 1. 
Table 1 Description of four sets of coursebooks 
 TCCE EE CE NHCE 
Edition revised 2nd first 2nd
Volume 1-4 1-4 1-4 1-4 
Text number 64 64 64 80 
User level unspecified Basic and 
intermediate 
basic basic 
Editor Zhai, X. (Eds.) Wu, Z. Li, Y. (Eds.) Zheng, S.(Eds.) 
Publisher Higher 
Education Press, 
Fudan press 
Higher
Education Press,
Shanghai Foreign 
Language Education 
Press 
Foreign Language 
Teaching and Research 
Press 
Publication
date
2005.8 2007.5 2001.7 2008.5 
3.  Guidelines and theories of evaluation 
Language coursebooks are primarily a means for facilitating language learning, language is used in 
real situations for real purposes. A study of a language solely as an abstract system would not equip 
learners to use it in the real world. As a consequence, coursebooks must and do represent language as it is 
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actually used and therefore they contain subject matter and deal with topics of various kinds. Not only is 
this necessary, it is highly desirable from a number of viewpoints. Learners come to class with some 
attributes, such as knowledge, attitudes, skills, cognitive abilities, curiosity and experience.  
Topic can be of great value in keeping learners’ interest and maintaining or increasing their 
motivation. Additionally, it provides a focus for the language input contained in the course and helps to 
create a sense of coherence within individual units. There is also evidence that some sudents may learn 
better when they are focusing on content material presented through English, rather than focusing on the 
language itself [5]. 
College English is not only a language course that provides basic knowledge about English, but also 
a capacity enhancement course that helps students to broaden their horizons and learn about different 
cultures in the world [6]. Therefore, the content does not necessarily have to be heavy and intellectual in 
order to be worthwhile: there is plenty of scope for humour and human interest stories too. The writer of 
coursebook should look for abundant authentic materials and for a communicative approach. The 
authentic material will create an authentic response which can challenge, inform, stimulate, encourage 
curiosity, develop judgement, enrich experience, and function the other things that real language does.  
Concerning the procedure of evaluation, first, this study take College English Coursebook Corpus as 
Observed Corpus and BNC as Reference Corpus. Second, the study gets keywords of every single text of 
four sets of coursebooks. The determinations of certain words’ keyness depend on four variants, the 
frequency of the word in Observed Corpus (a), the size of Observed Corpus (b),the frequency of the word 
in Reference Corpus (c) and the size of Reference Corpus (d), the formula is followed. 
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                                                                        (1) 
Keywords are over frequency words extracted from single text by comparison with the reference 
corpus. Frequency is the times of a word which appear in one text, x2 is the value of keyness, the higher 
the value, the stronger the keyness and vice versa. The above formula can also be expressed as following 
graph which designed by Xu,, Log-likelihood equals x2.
Fig. 1 Log-likelihood Ratios Calculator
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With the help of data-driven method, the keyness of every text will be reconsidered with the 
reference of the Teachers’ Book and other aspects. 
4. Data analysis and discussion 
The following table shows the topics of texts in four sets of coursebooks. 
Table 2 Topics in four sets of coursebooks 
 coursebooks
topics
TCCE EE CE NHCE 
College life 5 8 2 3 
Language & literature 3 3 4 2 
History & culture 6 7 8 13 
Science & technology 3 5 12 3 
Social activity 18 23 18 30 
Nature 0 2 3 2 
Education 17 7 7 15 
Sports 1 3 2 5 
people 11 6 8 7 
The above statistics shows that four sets of coursebooks contain a huge rang of topics, including 
college life, language and literature, history and culture, science and technology, social activity, nature, 
education, sports and people, etc., these topics can cross subject boundaries to cover most topics which 
are interesting and meaningful. Of available topics, four sets of coursebooks have the same tendency to 
put emphasis on social activity, education and people. These topics concerning students’ life or 
experience will be interesting for them, which may arouse students interests since students are familiar 
with them, especially correspond to their life, therefore students can be highly motivated. Meanwhile 
materials with various topics can avoid boredom. Though learning these topics students can broaden their 
horizons of thinking and enrich their life experiences. On the other hand, the ratio of “college life” in CE 
and NHCE are relatively low, which may cause the problem of reducing students’ interests. Concerning 
the topic of nature, such as climate, environment and geography, they take up a lower proportion in all 
texts, TCCE even does not involve such theme, which is not conducive to raising environmental 
awareness of students and to develop students’ communicative ability on such hot topics. Language 
learning as a process will relate to and engage these attributes so that the learning process is enriched and 
made more meaningful, coursebooks can contribute to this process by including subject matter which, 
whilst being primarily designed for language teaching, is also informative, challenging, amusing, exciting 
and occasionally provocative. Coursebooks can provide opportunities for expanding students’ experience 
in general, as well as in language learning. Course material which fails to include relevant and interesting 
topics is in danger of losing the attention of its users, perhaps even more seriously, is conveying an 
unwritten message. 
5. Summary 
The interesting, various topics will facilitate interaction among learners. The topic will start up some 
communicative tasks which genuine value will be found in communication. During the process of 
interaction between teachers and students or students and students, the students’ ability will be enhanced 
in developing opinions and expressing, in forming conclusions and communicating them, in justifying 
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and discussing, in influencing and being influenced by others. This can only be done if there is a base to 
do so. A wide range of topics will extend learners’ horizons of thinking and introducing a new approach 
to some values. Coursebooks not only serves as an instrument, but also has humanistic values. When 
designing college English courses, therefore, it is necessary to take into full consideration the 
development of students’ cultural capacity and the teaching of knowledge about different cultures in the 
world. The study also proposes a corpus-based empirical study approach which may help teachers and 
learners to evaluate coursebooks objectively. With rapid development of modern computer, corpus 
provides the possibilities of doing the research easily. The corpus-based approach will simplify the 
evaluation process and provide necessary supplementaries, some properly criteria of quantitative or more 
operational evaluation to solve the problems existed in various evaluation systems. Thus a new approach, 
based on the general second language acquisition theories and taking English textbook corpus as a 
checking tool, provides new thoughts to the English coursebook evaluation. 
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